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THE COMMON GOOD AND ENVIRONMENTAL ETHICS
Steven A. Kolmes
In an ever more fractured society, with distrust between people holding different
perspectives seemingly the rule rather than the exception, beginning
anything at all with reference to the common good might seem futile. However,
the idea of the common good has been fundamental to the existence of
our nation, our society, and humankind itself. I write as a scientist and not as
a historian or social scientist or theologian, but I believe that we can all easily
see the common good as a core concept. Our Declaration of Independence
begins “We the People,” and that phrase was written especially large for a
reason. John Adams wrote, “Government is instituted for the common good;
for the protection, safety, prosperity, and happiness of the people; and not for
1
profit, honor, or private interest of any one man, family, or class of men . . .”
Contemporary philosopher John Rawls defines the common good as "certain
2
general conditions that are . . . equally to everyone’s advantage.” The common
good is a recurring theme in biblical sources. In his letter to Barnabas,
Paul writes, “Do not live entirely isolated, having retreated into yourselves,
as if you were already justified, but gather instead to seek the common
3
good.” Paul writes again in 1 Corinthians, “Now to each one the manifestation
of the Spirit is given for the common good” (1 Cor 12:7 New International
Version). The common good is also a cornerstone of Catholic social
thought, articulated over fifty years ago using the words, “As interdependence
grows, so does the point of ‘the common good’ which is ‘the sum total
of social conditions which allow people, as groups or as individuals, to reach
4
fulfilment more fully and more easily.”
Having strayed rather far from my academic expertise, let me now carry the
concept of the common good back to the realm of environmental science,
with the belief that the general meaning of the concept must be clear now to
any reader of goodwill. From an environmental perspective, the common
good is the state in which human health, well-being, and the opportunity to
express our inborn talents and capacities is promoted. Processes or things
that reduce the possibility of human happiness or diminish inborn human capacities
are violations of the common good, and our society should strive to
minimize such circumstances. The greater the loss or diminishment, the

_____________________________________________________________________________________
Steven A. Kolmes is Director of the Environmental Studies Program, Professor of Biology, and
Occupant of the Rev. John Molter, C.S.C., Chair in Science at the University of Portland;
kolmes@up.edu.
1

John Adams, Thoughts on Government (Richard Henry Lee, 1776).
John Rawls, A Theory of Justice (Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 1971).
3
Catechism of the Catholic Church, Ep. Barnabae, 4,10:PG 2,734.
4
Pope Paul VI, Pastoral Constitution on the Church in the Modern World: Gaudium et Spes (Boston:
Pauline Books & Media, 1965).
2

Volume 13, Number 1

A JOURNAL FOR THE THEOLOGY OF CULTURE
64

greater the violation of the common good. Where can we perceive situations
of this sort around us? I will highlight a few situations that fall within the
realm of environmental science and which serve as examples of this sort. I
will at times dwell on the specifics of Portland, Oregon, but the concerns that
I write about are certainly not unique to this city.
Anyone who has read newspapers during the last two years is aware of the
tragic tale of Flint, Michigan’s lead-contaminated drinking water. The state appointed
emergency manager was supposed to help the bankrupt minority
community carry on and have things like access to clean drinking water.
Flint was originally drawing water from the city of Detroit’s water system,
utilizing Lake Huron as a source that is easily treated. To reduce expenses,
the emergency manager began to take drinking water from the polluted Flint
River. People began to complain about foul tastes, smells, and discoloration.
In October of 2014, when their car parts began corroding, a General Motors
plant in Flint stopped using the city water. It should have been clear to everyone
that the water was unhealthy to drink.
By 2015 water tests in homes proved high lead levels, with results as high as
397 parts per billion, a very dangerous level. Infants and children with lead
poisoning were soon discovered by blood testing. At this point, with an outraged
population, the state of Michigan began providing water filters and
churches started to donate bottled water. What does the long-term lead exposure
mean to the health of Flint residents? Lead in drinking water damages
kidneys, causes reproductive problems including miscarriages, stillbirths,
and infertility, and produces developmental impacts on intelligence and behavior.
The exposed children will pay a price for all of their lives. The emergency
manager’s task was to promote the common good, of which this is
now a famous failure.
This story of high lead levels in drinking water is not isolated. Some stories
are not as sudden and dramatic, but reflect chronic problems that have gone
far too long unaddressed. In fact, my own city of Portland, Oregon is the
only city in the United States among the seventy-five largest water providers
5
to recently exceed federal limits for lead levels in drinking water. Unlike
Flint, where the problem was corrosive water dissolving old lead pipes in the
streets, Portland has no lead water service pipes but does in older homes
(some of the construction from 1970–1985) whose interior plumbing can release
lead. The city’s Bull Run Reservoir water, from the flanks of Mount
Hood, is unpolluted but also corrosive because it is so pure and “soft.” Portland
has known since 1991 that some of its older homes have high lead levels
released by their plumbing, but rather than adding sufficient chemicals
(sodium hydroxide, carbon dioxide, and soda ash) to prevent pipe corrosion,
Portland added only a small amount of sodium hydroxide to the water and
organized a unique arrangement with EPA that called on the city to carry out
educational activities to reduce both lead in drinking water and lead paint exposure,
and to improve citizen health including providing free lead testing
_________________________________________________________________________________________
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for drinking water and for the blood of children. When after some years this
did not provide sufficient reduction in average lead levels, the water bureau
changed the locations of the houses within its service area that it sampled for
lead in drinking water. It eliminated more than half of the highest-lead
7
homes, replacing them with suburban homes with much lower lead levels.
The water bureau claims this was a coincidence, and no one can go back a
decade-and-a-half to verify that now. Recent data shows that suburban
homes in Tualatin Valley had low lead levels with only 2 percent of the
homes there above the 15 parts per billion (ppb) lead level from 2003–2013;
Portland had 6 percent of its homes above the 15 ppb mark, and in Gresham
8
12 percent of the homes were above the 15 ppb mark. Specific census tracts
had homes built during the high lead-risk level period ranging from 0 percent
9
to 85.77 percent and the interactive map provides interesting if very sobering
10
material to explore. Comparing the regional map of homes built during
the period of high lead-risk levels to Regional Equity Atlas 2.0 maps for nonwhite
populations, median household income by census tract, and occupied
11
rental units and lower income census tracts, can provide some unsettling insights.
It is important to remember that not all the risk is in Gresham. A recent
water sample in Tigard showed a level of 648 ppb lead, and one from
12
unincorporated Washington County had a level of 113 ppb.
The reality of urban water supplies in the United States demonstrates that the
common good is not being served as the highest goal everywhere. In Flint,
Michigan, the common good gave way to monetary concerns. In Portland,
Oregon, the common good gave way to an image the city had promoted of a
pure and untreated drinking water supply, and that perception trumped reality.
Are there issues other than drinking water quality for which an examination
of what we know of human biology and impacts on the common good
would be informative?

_________________________________________________________________________________________
6
Tony Schick, “Why Portland’s Water Hasn’t Gotten the Lead Out,” Oregon Public Broadcasting,
April 9, 2016, updated June 1, 2016, http://www.opb.org/news/article/portlands-water-hasntgottenthe-lead-out/.
7
Carol D. Leonnig, Jo Becker, and David Nakamura, “Lead Levels in Water Misrepresented
Across U. S.: Utilities Manipulate or Withhold Test Results to Ward Off Regulators,” Washington
Post, Tuesday, October 5, 2004, http://www.washingtonpost.com/wp-dyn/articles/A70942004Oct4.html.
8
Schmidt, “Lead in the Water.”
9
“High Risk Homes,” The Oregonian. Accessed December 19, 2017. http://projects.oregonlive.
com/drinking-water/lead/.
10
Ibid., with map embedded in the article “High Risk Homes: Portland’s Lead Levels,” The Oregonian,
http://projects.oregonlive.com/drinking-water/lead/ (accessed February 13, 2017).
11
Meg Merrick and Kris Smock, “The Geography of Home: A Preview from the Regional Equity
Atlas 2.0,” Metroscape, Winter 2013, 17–23. Download available at http://pdxscholar.library.
pdx.edu/cgi/viewcontent.cgi?article=1086&context=metropolitianstudies.
12
Brad Schmidt, “Two Portland-Area Water Samples Set Records for Lead,” The Oregonian, June
12, 2016, http://www.oregonlive.com/portland/index.ssf/2016/06/two_portland-area_water_
sample.html.

Volume 13, Number 1 A JOURNAL FOR THE THEOLOGY OF CULTURE
66
In order to focus this discussion to a manageable length, this article will consider
only a few aspects of childhood health impacts of air pollution, and in
particular proceed now with the impacts of small particulate matter from diesel
exhaust in Portland. Particulate matter from diesel exhaust in Portland is
13
one of many air pollutants modeled in the PATS 2017 Study. While there
is virtually nowhere in the Portland region where diesel particulate matter is
at or below benchmark standards, some areas (the I-5 corridor, near the airport,
downtown Portland, Beaverton and Tigard, parts of Gresham, Hillsboro,
along state route 30) have very high levels at least ten times the benchmark
level of 0.1 microgram per cubic meter set by the state. In the Metro
area studied by PATS, the total diesel particulate release is estimated to be
528.7 tons per year; and to get this type of pollution down to benchmark levels,
it is estimated that a reduction from the amount emitted of 86 percent
would be required. This exhaust comes from diesel engines for trains, trucks,
ships, boats, industry, commercial and residential use, and other minor
sources. Does the particulate material in diesel exhaust situation have implications
for the common good of children in Oregon?
Prenatal exposure to small particulate matter, which is carried from the
mother’s lungs throughout her system by her blood circulation, causes “intrauterine
inflammation (IUI), a known risk factor for preterm birth, low birth
14
weight, and poor respiratory outcomes in early childhood.” Prenatal exposure
to small particulate matter during pregnancy is also associated with subsequent
significantly increased rates of autism spectrum disorder, especially
15
when exposure occurs during the third trimester. Prenatal exposure to high
levels of small particulates, especially in the third trimester, increases rates of
preeclampsia by a little over 50 percent; preeclampsia is a cause of increased
16
perinatal death, preterm births, and growth retardation during pregnancy. In
terms of small particulates, it is worth noting that preterm births are associated
with poorer health conditions for newborns and therefore increased
medical costs. In the United States, it is believed that 3.32 percent of preterm
births are caused by exposure to small particulates (pm2.5) and this is believed
to account for an estimated cost of $5.09 billion in initial medical
costs, later medical costs, and reduced economic contributions throughout
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life due to the reduced IQ associated with intrauterine particulate exposure.
It is not the case that an “economy or environmental health” dichotomy exists
in this situation. Oregon has high diesel particulate levels in part because the state has weak
laws governing the emissions of the equipment used in the state. California
has passed more stringent requirements, and roughly 350,000 semis being
used in that state are becoming illegal there; so they are being sold to firms
and people in Oregon where they are still legal. Our state legislature has
therefore allowed us to become a “dumping ground” for highly polluting vehicles
18
no longer legal in our neighbor to the south. How do we reconcile
the common good for health when it is opposed to the common good for
truck owners who do not want to have to buy new equipment or perhaps cannot
do so? An attempt to move Oregon to the more stringent standards was
made in the state legislature in 2015 with HB 3310, but it was unsuccessful.
Many arguments and counter-arguments have been made about this subject,
as well as an analysis in 2016 that deals with the issue thoroughly from the
19
point of view of children’s health and environmental justice. One standard
often used in the adjudication of conflicting rights claims is that society
should act to protect the most vulnerable; in that case it would necessarily
decide that the common good of infants and children outweighed economic
benefits since what was at stake for them would be their health, their futures,
and their ability to develop to live up to their inherent potential.
So far, we have dealt with one environmental circumstance in Portland, Oregon
in which everyone sharing a public water supply is potentially at risk,
but their actual risk depends entirely on where their home is located in the
water distribution system, and on when the home was built (and therefore
what sort of internal plumbing it has), and whether corrosive water from the
pristine Bull Run Reservoir is able to leach lead out of their household pipes.
Whether to chemically treat the water with anti-corrosives, or leave it pristine
but corrosive, becomes a discussion about what the common good
means in that place and time. Complicating this situation was the ability of
regulators to alter the average drinking water lead level being measured by
changing where the one hundred houses they sampled from were located,
which made it possible to alter whether or not any violation of the common
good appeared to be occurring by sampling from houses located in different
parts of the Metro Region. We then dealt with a different circumstance in
which diesel fumes from a myriad of privately owned sources largely blanket
___________________________________________________________________________________
17
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the Portland Metro region but are worst in heavily industrial areas or along
transportation corridors, and we considered the developmental impacts of
small particulates from diesel fumes on the health of human mothers and infants,
and what the meaning of the common good in this milieu. For our next
example, let’s turn to a pollution problem that comes from identifiable point
sources, and which impacts those living near it.
The US Forest Service located arsenic hotspots in Portland while sampling
moss on trees for heavy metals. The Oregon Department of Environmental
quality, which has been given very few resources by the legislature to carry
out air sampling, was apparently not aware of the hotspots until a Forest Service
announcement about them became suddenly very prominent when it
was picked up by news media in February of 2016. The initial reaction to the
20
story by state and city regulators was very strong. The initial story reported:
Within days, state officials are slated to release the alarming results of a
monitoring program of airborne heavy metals, including arsenic, conducted
this past October in inner Southeast Portland, the Mercury has learned. The
state Department of Environmental Quality and the Oregon Health Authority
plan to announce that DEQ data indicate a monthly average of 49 times the
state air-safety benchmark level for the neurotoxin and carcinogen cadmium,
and 159 times DEQ's air-safety goal for the carcinogen arsenic. Though DEQ
is still determining roughly how far these hazardous air pollutants (as they
are officially known) have spread, most immediately at risk are two Portland
schools—Cleveland High School and Winterhaven K–8—and a hundred child,
private day care facility on the nearby Fred Meyer corporate campus
that serves children as young as six weeks old.
Arsenic is a developmental neurotoxin that lowers IQ, reduces a variety of
cognitive skill test scores, increases ADHD risk, and reduces visual perception
21
skills. Cadmium exposure in utero and childhood is associated with
impacts on motor skills and perceptual development, the increased development
of learning disabilities including autism spectrum disorder, immune
22
suppression, and even eventual development of lung cancer as adults.
___________________________________________________________________________________
20
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The immediate response to this news by neighborhood groups, state regulators,
and the Oregon press cannot help but remind us of Flint, Michigan in an
uncomfortable way. We must acknowledge the fact that the locations of the
facilities that were releasing arsenic and cadmium (notably the colored artsglass
manufacturers Bullseye Glass on SE 21st Avenue and Uroboros Glass
on N Kerby Avenue) are in now-gentrified parts of Portland where home values
have risen dramatically over the last decade and people able to purchase
23
houses have high income levels. The presence of developmental toxins in
proximity to wealthy homeowners produced a torrent of emails, newspaper
articles, and eventually a process beginning to entirely redo Oregon’s air
24
quality standards that has been dubbed “Cleaner Air Oregon.” The presence
of lead in the water in many houses in far east Portland and Gresham, and
older parts of Tigard and Tualatin and the Aloha area of Beaverton produced
no such reaction. The presence of high levels of diesel particulates along the
I-5 corridor, near the airport, downtown Portland, parts of Beaverton and
Tigard, parts of Gresham, Hillsboro, along state route 30, produced no such
strong reaction. Examining maps of Portland showing racial distribution, income
distribution, asthma rates, high risk homes for lead, and air quality relative
to children eligible for free or reduced-price lunches at schools cannot
25
help but make you pause. The common good is “better" in some places in
Portland than others. Correspondences in the maps are not perfect, but the
trend is clear enough to see. For the east side of Portland, the trend is stark.
As a recent article describing the origin and distribution Portland’s geographic,
26
income, and racial disparities reported:
East Portland’s neighborhoods differ markedly from those praised for their
walkability west of 82nd Avenue. The compact residential lots and quaint
______________________________________________________________________________
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commercial districts that emerged along streetcar routes in the early part of
the twentieth century—markers of “livability” that have earned Portland its
laurels—are the norm in Portland’s inner neighborhoods, but are markedly
absent in the suburban neighborhoods east of 82nd Avenue. If not for the
iconic Pacific Northwest backdrop of evergreen Douglas fir trees, East Portland’s
used car dealerships, deteriorating tract housing and apartment complexes,
and strip malls housing check-cashing stores and store-front churches
could be mistaken for those of any declining inner-ring suburb in the United
States.
Returning specifically to the context of arsenic and cadmium emissions in
Portland, how in a regulatory sense did the common good disappear in the
context of air pollution? First, there is a continuing regulatory gap. The Federal
“Clean Air Act” requires regions to deal with major “criterion” pollutants
that are over permissible levels (ozone, oxides of nitrogen, etc.) but this
27
does not extend to less universal pollutants like cadmium and arsenic. For
these pollutants states are required to set goals, but Oregon has opted to date
only for unenforceable “benchmark levels” rather than enforceable numerical
standards. Second, regulators issue a permit to pollute at certain levels to industrial
facilities, and the colored art glass makers (notably Bullseye Glass)
had lobbied successfully to the US Environmental Protection Agency for a
regulatory exception to the requirement for any glass manufacturer making
28
over 50 tons of glass a year to have to filter their airborne emissions. They
asked for this using the regulatory distinction that their furnaces were only
used part of the time and not continually, unlike large window glass factories.
The Oregon Department of Environmental Quality actually helped Bullseye
and other colored art glass manufacturers to get this exemption written
into law by the EPA. The thank-you note from Bullseye Glass to the Oregon
29
Department of Environmental Quality can be viewed online. However, this
is all regulatory smoke and mirrors (which seems an unusually apt phrase in
this instance). Arsenic and cadmium do not really care if they are emitted
continually or intermittently; they will spread to the surrounding neighborhood
in any case. That regulatory exemption allowed Bullseye Glass and
other colored glass manufacturers to operate for years without filters on their
stacks, a process improvement they claimed would put them out of business
due to the cost. It is important to note that Bullseye Glass now operates successfully
with such filters in place, having been temporarily closed by a special
state decree until the filters were installed.
Other pollutants with developmentally toxic impacts could be discussed if
space and a tolerance for reading really depressing material allowed. Prenatal
_______________________________________________________________________________
27
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28
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29
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exposure to polycyclic aromatic hydrocarbons causes symptoms of anxiety
and depression and attention problems at six to seven years of age, and also
30
causes reduced IQ in utero and infancy exposure to airborne toxins from
industrial and road traffic sources increases the risk of some childhood brain
31
cancers; increased prenatal exposure to oxides of nitrogen from traffic exhaust
32
are associated with increased risk of autism spectrum disorder; and
this list of illnesses and diminishments due to perinatal exposure to pollutants
could go on interminably if indeed I have not done so already.
What happened to the common good, and to the regulators who we might
have expected to be guardians of the common good, and even to Bullseye
Glass that argues (correctly) that it was never out of compliance with the regulations
that it had managed to influence? There were horizons of ethical behavior
aspiring to a higher common good that were ignored. Children are the
most vulnerable population, and emitting developmental toxins without filters
installed is going to harm any children who are exposed to the heavy
metal emissions. Regulatory compliance became mistaken at some point for
ethical behavior, and compliance is only ethical when regulations are actually
protective. Oregon regulators acted more than once in a way that reduced
the need for regulatory oversight rather than reducing toxin exposure.
And perhaps even more disturbing is that the arsenic and cadmium emissions
in gentrified parts of Portland produced a reaction entirely different from the
issues of diesel particulates or lead in drinking water in other parts of the
city. Promoting the common good clearly requires that weaknesses and flaws
in our regulation of environmental toxins be corrected, so that the most vulnerable
in our communities are given the protection that they deserve.
And is there another positive or perhaps hopeful side to the common good in
terms of our growing understanding of the relationship between human development,
human health, and our environment? There is indeed. We now
know that green spaces and public parks have significant health benefits to
communities that live around them. People in Portland who live more surrounded
by trees breathe less oxides of nitrogen because of the air purification
33
provided by the trees, and it can be easier to plant trees than to move a
highway. Living in greener areas produces more positive birth outcomes in
_______________________________________________________________________________________
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32
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33
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terms of birth weight and full term pregnancies. The more green space surrounding
a child’s home and school and even commute to school, the more
enhanced was a second- to fourth-grade schoolchild’s twelve-month progress
35
in measures of memory and the greater the twelve-month reduction in inattentiveness.
The common good has begun to appear in the scientific literature
connected to both the concepts of social justice and environmental
health, with nature-based health promotion a goal of building more parks for
36
more people. The process of promoting health, engaging in preventative
medicine, and incorporating ecosystem services in our conceptualization of
health care for infants, children, and families, opens up a new avenue for
promoting the common good and engaging in restorative justice through equity
in green spaces and better environments for infants and children and
their families.
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